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Abstract




ing  employment  as  any  economic  activ-
ity  of  at  least  one hour  per week,  the  ILO 
guidelines  apply  a  strictly  economic  con-
cept which  risks  to  conflict with  everyday 







for  the  European  census  round. Due  to  its 














besondere  das  Ein-Stundenkriterium,  nach 
dem  jede  ökonomische  Aktivität  ab  einer 
Stunde pro Woche als Erwerbstätigkeit de-
finiert wird,  steht nicht  immer  im Einklang 
mit  einem Alltagsverständnis  von Erwerbs-
arbeit und kann daher bei Befragungen  zu 
Schwierigkeiten  führen.  Infolgedessen  sind 
kleinere oder informelle Tätigkeiten in Haus-
haltsbefragungen schwieriger zu erfassen.
Der  Erwerbsstatus  gemäß  dem  ILO  Kon-
zept ist nicht nur das zentrale Merkmal der 
Arbeitskräfteerhebung,  sondern  auch  ein 
Pflichtmerkmal  der  europaweiten  Zensus-




tätigkeit  in  der  Arbeitskräfteerhebung  zu 
verbessern und um einen geeigneten Ansatz 
für die Haushaltestichprobe des Zensus 2011 
zu  entwickeln.  Dieser  Beitrag  konzentriert 
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differentiated,  and  universally  applicable  than  necessary  for  (or  even  viable  in) 






The  specific  conceptual  details  are  not  easily  taken  into  account  by  the 
researcher’s most valuable source of information – the respondent. It is the task of 
the questionnaire to translate what the researcher wants to know into a language 
that  the  respondent understands. As often demonstrated  in questionnaire  testing 
studies – and shown in the results presented in this paper – this process, or opera-
tionalisation, is cumbersome, imperfect, and usually involves pragmatic compromises. 











Jahr  2008  durchgeführten  Nachbefragung 
im Mikrozensus, den Ergebnissen eines Feld-
tests  im Rahmen der Vorbereitung  für den 
Zensus  2011  sowie  verschiedenen  kogniti-
ven Tests im Pretestlabor auf. 
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Measurement  of  the  employment  status  is  a  particularly  striking  case  in 
























Against  this  background,  it  becomes  evident  why  the  European  Union 
Labour Force Survey and the decennial censuses mandated by EU legislation are 
subject to strict quality control and have led to intensive methodological research. 




3  In  a  recent  communication,  the  European  Council  for  Economic  and  Financial  affairs  un-
derlines  this  point  by  stating  that  the  council  “considers  it  important  that  the  statistical 
indicators and underlying data to be used for the enhanced economic policy coordination are 
firmly based on a sound statistical methodological framework, compiled in accordance with 
the  principles  laid  out  in  the  European  Statistics  Code  of  Practice”  (Press  communication 












summarises  the  results  of  a  follow-up  survey  in  chapter  3.  The  findings  of  this 
research revealed some important problems and resulted in a revised operation-
alisation  of  employment.  This  revised  operationalisation  are  being  used  both  in 
the questionnaire of the Labour Force Survey but also in the questionnaire of the 












nomically  active”  (or  in  the  labour  force)  and  those  who  are  considered  “eco-
nomically inactive” (or outside the labour force). Persons in the labour force are 






















ployed,  for  the  production  of  goods  and  services.  The  background of  this  basic 








• >= 15 years old and either 
• at work for at least one hour 
(as employee or self-
employed) or 
• with a job but not at work 
(formal job attachment) 
• 15 – 74 years old and 
• without work (or less than 
one hour) and 
• actively seeking job in the 
last four weeks and 
• currently available for work 
(2 weeks) 
Employed Unemployed 
• not employed and 
• not unemployed 












dent’s  everyday  life  perception.  A  student  or  a  pensioner with  a  small  side-job 
will often not consider themselves as being employed. Consequently, questionnaire 
design and fieldwork have to find ways to detect such small jobs as well.5
Already  back  in  the  1980s,  these  problems  have  inspired  some  research 
regarding  the  measurement  of  the  ILO  employment  status  (see,  e. g.,  Schwarz 
1987;  Hussmanns/Mehran/Verma  1990;  van  Bastelaer  1994).  The  latter  publica-
tion  even  culminated  in  an  EU  resolution  (no.  1897/2000) which  stipulates  that 





with  the German  Labour  Force  Survey  and  the Mikrozensus.  The  results  of  this 
research revealed some new problems and resulted in a revised operationalisation 
































This  paper  focuses  on  questionnaire-related  measurement  problems  in 
household surveys as one major source of these incoherences. It should be noted 
that the questionnaire design and wording is not the only factor impacting upon 
data  quality.  Further  important  sources  of  error  include  interviewer  and  mode 
effects, selection bias, bias due to the weighting scheme as well as non-response 
bias. This might pose a problem as the various sources of error do not stand side-







nition of  employment according  to  the  ILO concept deviates  from everyday  life 
perception.  For  instance,  people with  side  jobs  still  tend  to perceive  themselves 






In  the Mikrozensus  (and consequently  in  the LFS),  there  is a  sequence of 
several  questions  trying  to  cover  all  sorts  of  small  jobs  (see  figure  2).  After  an 
initial  question  asking whether  the  respondent  has worked  for  pay  or  profit  in 






















operationalisation,  the  Federal  Statistical  Office  (together  with  several  regional 
statistical offices) carried out a follow-up survey to the Mikrozensus in 2008. The 
follow-up survey had the objective to quantify the impact of (1) the main status 









the  follow-up survey after  the  regular  interview; about 20 % of  the households 
agreed to participate. Between April and August 2008, about 4,000 persons from 
the age of 15 to 74 years were re-interviewed about their employment status using 
CATI and the revised operationalisation.  Information was  to be provided for  the 















in the  
follow-up 
survey
Thereof employed … Employment rate (in %)
… in the  
LFS









Pupils 210 41 64 20 31
Students 140 62 70 44 50
Pensioners 734 27 62 4 8
Registered  
unemployed
217 42 70 19 32
The  follow-up  survey provided many useful  insights  in  various  areas.  Regarding 
the employment status, the most important points are as follows (see Statistisches 
Bundesamt 2008; Köhne-Finster/Lingnau 2008):











interview were  small  jobs or  side  jobs.  For  instance,  the  share of employed 
persons in all respondents (employment rate) was higher in the follow-up sur-
vey  compared  to  the Mikrozensus  interview  (see  table  1).  The  employment 











results were  to  the  largest  part  due  to  the main  status  effect,  i. e.  people 
with a minor job tend not to indicate this job in the survey, when their main 










odological  choices  in  the  follow-up  survey  and  the Mikrozensus:  The  follow-up 
survey was carried out by CATI, while most Mikrozensus interviews use CAPI as a 
mode. Furthermore in the Mikrozensus, the interviews are simultaneously carried 
























everyday  life’s  perception.  The  respondents  are  asked  to  say what  characterizes 










to  studying  to earn  some money. Do you have  such a  job?”  In  the Mikrozensus 

















The  new  operationalisation  used  in  the  follow-up  survey  necessitates 
a  computer-assisted  questionnaire  as  it  would  otherwise  lead  to  very  complex 





















registers, mainly  the population  registers of  the municipalities and  the  registers 




































There  are  certain  important  methodological  differences  between  labour 
force surveys and population censuses, which have to be taken into account while 
designing  the  employment  questions. One  difference  and  advantage  is  that  the 
census questionnaire in general is quite short compared to the Mikrozensus ques-











be  done without  the  assistance  of  interviewers  in  a  self  administered way,  e. g. 
via  Internet.  This  is a difficult  task  from the questionnaire design point of view. 
Firstly, there are two different survey modes to consider in parallel. Secondly, it is 
not straightforward which  instructions and other additional  information  (defini-
tions, examples etc.) should be provided to the respondent  in the questionnaire. 
The main  task  is  keeping  the balance between providing  information necessary, 













conducted.  In  a first  step 18 qualitative,  cognitive  interviews have been  carried 
out during summer 2009 in the cognitive laboratory of the FSO. The aim of this 
qualitative step was to test the overall comprehension of questions, filters and the 
design.  Concerning  the  employment  questions,  the  issue was  to  check whether 
the  slightly  shortened  questions  from  the Mikrozensus  questions worked  in  the 
intended way.10




































asking  the main  status  question  first.  However,  some  groups  such  as  people  in 
parental leave (Elternzeit) or partial retirement (Altersteilzeit) or unemployed par-
ticipating  in a workfare programme (Ein-Euro-Job) are still unsure whether they 





cially mentioned  in  the category  in brackets. Consequently,  there were no  signs 














For  every questionnaire  skip  instructions  are  a  challenge  for  the  respon-
dents as well as for the questionnaire designer. Because they entail complex cog-
nitive  processes  (see,  e. g.,  Redline/Dillman  2002),  the  aim  is  to  reduce  them  as 
much as possible. Unfortunately,  for  the measurement of employment  status,  it 
is not possible to avoid skip instructions entirely. Against this background, during 
the  development  of  the  household  sample  questionnaire,  skip  instructions  have 
been  limited  to a minimum. One of  the objectives of  the field  test has been  to 
investigate whether these skip instructions are functional and where they needed 
further  improvement. When respondents disregard skip  instructions,  the flow of 











For  the  employment  questions  in  general,  the  errors  resulting  from  skip 





to  the question  for  the occupational  status.  From 3.873 employed persons only 



























12  As  the  focus  in  the field  test was on methodological  analysis, no plausibility  checks were 





show  that  for  certain  groups  of  respondents  this  choice  does  not  always  seem 
















in  terms  of  the  employment  questions  it  was  decided  that  it  is  best  to  reduce 



















there were –  as  expected – more  employed persons  captured  through  the field 
test than through the Mikrozensus 2008.14 Interestingly, there were relatively more 
employed  in  the  age  group  of  65  to  74  years.  This  result  corresponds with  the 
Employment Statistics Register. By contrast the employment among the 15 to 24 
year old was  lower than expected. Generally and across all age groups, the field 



















persons aged from … to … years
Employed persons by sex
Men_Mikrozensus Men_Pretest Women_Mikrozensus Women_Pretest
Further analysis revealed that the difference among the 15 to 24 year old group 
was due mainly to full-time workers, yet the field test showed more 15 to 24 year 

















This  result  is  strengthened through further outcomes  from the field  test, 
showing the rate of persons holding side/marginal jobs beside their (higher) educa-
tion or  retired people, was higher than  in the Mikrozensus. Concretely,  the field 




















persons aged from … to … years
Marginally employed persons- total
Mikrozensus Employment Statistcs Register Census fieldtest
15  The Employment Statistics Register is not necessarily free of error. However, as the follow-up 
survey of the Mikrozensus has shown, it is likely that a major part of the difference between 
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